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Fig. 1. Exhibition: Grauballe Man on display at Moesgaard Museum. 
© Medie dep. Moesgaard/S. Christensen.
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Few discoveries from Denmark’s prehistory enjoy the attention 
afforded by the public and the media to Grauballe Man, the 
well-preserved Iron Age bog body exhibited at Moesgaard 
Museum, south of Aarhus.
The museum’s director, Professor P.V. Glob, saw the dis-
covery of this well-preserved bog body as a worldwide sensation 
when excavated in 1952. The man from the bog represented 
our distant ancestors and also appeared to have been an 
unusually handsome and stately young man. With references 
to the Greek Nerthus cult, he was seen as a fertility sacrifi ce. 
The Bishop of Aarhus gave his blessing, and a series of inves-
tigations of the bog body was planned to take a close look at 
the lives of Iron Age people – X-radiology, an autopsy and 
investigations of his gut contents, teeth, etc. It was also crucial 
to preserve this dignifi ed representative of our ancestors for 
posterity, i.e. conserve his body for the future and for exhibi-
tion to the public. From the fi rst moment, Glob clearly con-
sidered him as both a scientifi c object and a precious museum 
exhibit. This was not a view seen previously in the treatment 
of bog bodies, several of which had simply wasted away in 
museum stores or been reburied in a bog or in consecrated 
ground in a churchyard. Only a few days after his discovery, 
Grauballe Man was exhibited to the public, still drenched 
Résumé. La découverte de l’homme de Grauballe, un corps 
des tourbières remarquablement conservé, a suscité une vive 
émotion dans le monde entier en 1952. Le public a pu voir 
l’homme de Grauballe encore couvert de boue posé sur son bloc 
de tourbe, quelques jours seulement après sa mise au jour. 
Les scientifi ques de l’époque ont conduit des recherches et l’homme 
de Grauballe est désormais exposé au musée Moesgård, à Aarhus. 
Des travaux récents ont fourni de nouvelles informations. 
Ce type de découverte soulève toutefois de nombreuses questions 
éthiques concernant la restauration et l’exposition des restes 
humains.
Mots-clés. Corps des tourbières, restes humains, exposition, 
restauration, analyses scientifi ques.
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Les corps des tourbières : l’homme de Grauballe
Abstract. The discovery of the well-preserved bog body: “Grauballe 
Man” was a worldwide sensation when excavated in 1952. 
Grauballe Man was exhibited to the public, still drenched with bog 
water and resting on the block of peat only a few days after his 
discovery. At the time, several scientifi c investigations were carried 
out, and Grauballe Man has since been on exhibit at the 
Moesgaard Museum, Aarhus, Denmark. Recently, new scientifi c 
investigations were carried out, revealing much new data. 
This kind of fi nd, however, also raises many questions regarding 
conservation efforts, exhibition and the ethics of putting human 
remains on display.
Keywords. Bog bodies, human remains, exhibit, 
conservation, scientifi c analyses.
Fig. 2. Grauballe Man on fi ndspot: the man in the bog, 27th april 
1952. © Moesgaard Museum.
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with bog water and resting on the block of peat in which he 
was carried to the museum. Everyone had to have a chance 
to see him before conservation and investigation began. The 
exhibition was a huge success and 18 000 visitors passed his 
display case during the ten days he was on show. The world 
press wrote in astonishment about Danes fl ocking to see a 
dead Iron Age man in a glass coffi n. People’s behaviour at his 
display case was marked by dignity and respect, and many 
bared their heads, took off their hats, as they approached this 
great treasure.
Conservation – an artifi cial bog
Out of consideration for Grauballe Man’s preservation, the 
exhibition had to close before guests became tired of looking 
at him. There then followed a busy programme of investiga-
tions before the conservator could begin the job of his life. 
Never before had an entire human body been conserved, so 
the fi rst step was to invent a method. It was decided to com-
plete the conservation process that had begun in the bog 
through more than two millennia. Eighteen months immersed 
in a bath of water and oak bark completed the tanning process 
and, as the conservator put it, Grauballe Man was then as 
well-preserved as an old boot. The conservation method was 
well-chosen, and the museum’s conservators have established 
that he remains in an extremely stable condition today. His 
only treatment since conservation has been the regular appli-
cation of Turkish Red Oil – similarly a very stable product.
Preservation
The fi rst experimental scientifi c investigations of bog bodies, 
especially focusing on their preservation in the bog, had been 
performed by a Danish forensic pathologist, in 1913. He 
showed that peat could tan the skin, and that sphagnum acid 
was an important element in process. Furthermore, as with 
all post-mortem, diagenetic changes, low temperature plays 
an important role and bogs are also characterized by their 
acidity and absence of aerobic (putrefying) bacteria. Recent 
research has also shown that the diagenetic processes in the 
bog also rely on reactions involving a polysaccharide, sphag-
nan. Sphagnan also starts a process called the Maillard reac-
tion: a complex suite of reactions between free aminogroups 
(amins, aminoacids, peptides and proteins) with reducing 
sugars. Maillard reactions are commonly encounted in food-
processing, e.g. baking, where aminogroups combine with 
sugars (starch) resulting in “browning” of the foodstuffs. The 
end result of the above reactions, as seen for most bog bodies, 
is that bone mineral is leached from the mineralised tissues, 
and conversely that mineral salts, often containing iron, are 
probably absorbed into collagenous tissues such as the dermis, 
ligaments, tendons and fasciae. 
Another important end result of the long stay in the peat 
bog is that the bog bodies become waterlogged. Presumably 
the tissues with their proteinaceous content draw water. It seems 
86
Fig. 4. The conservator preparing the body after conservation: 
the rubbing in leather dressing completed the conservation. 
© B. Venge/A. Stiftstidende.
Fig. 3. Grauballe Man was laid in the bog just as naked as he came 
into the world. © Medie dep. Moesgaard/R. N. Johansen.
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that the water content to some degree keeps the bog bodies in 
a more or less unaltered gross morphological shape and size, 
but when a bog body is dried out when taken from the bog the 
water evaporates, and this may lead to a marked shrinkage. 
The skull and facial skeleton will also be soft, meaning that 
impressions may be made if the fi nd is not handled with care. 
The only way of preserving the bog bodies found before the 
Second World war was simply drying the body or body parts, 
out. The remains then stiffen in whatever position they were 
found in/laid out to dry. The tissues harden and the consistency 
of the bog body becomes like one of hardened cardboard. The 
body is no longer pliable and all folds and wrinkles will be set. 
All the above reactions will have grossly altered the tissues, and 
even more problematically, to a differing degree within even 
the single tissue type or tissue entity, like a within a single bone. 
Unfortunately, this may also lead to claims of extremely rare 
diseases or congenital disease, e.g. when some limbs are more 
shrunk then others. Grauballe Man changed this: as noted 
above his preservation was done by using oils, and thinking 
more closely about the boggy environment from which he came.
In the spotlight of science
Whatever their preservational condition, the bog bodies are 
of great interest for the natural and medical sciences. Not 
least the preservation of soft tissue allows for interesting 
analyses. As the skin is very often preserved in bog bodies, 
trauma, in the form of penetrating lesions or cuts, may be 
seen as well as minor pathologies such as warts, for which we 
have no other paleopathological sources or fi nds. Interior 
organs and muscles may also be preserved to differing degrees 
allowing assessment of these. At the same time, the presence 
of the integumentary soft tissue may hinder other analyses, 
not least osteological analyses. It is possible to conduct an 
autopsy, but while this has indeed been carried out, e.g. when 
the Grauballe Man was found, most scientists are not too keen 
on this procedure. An autopsy with full opening of the body 
cavities will invariably destroy the integrity of the bog body 
as an archaeological specimen, and future studies may be 
compromised. Today there is a recognition that a bog body 
is an invaluable archaeological object. 
This makes X-raying and CT-scanning the methods of 
choice among the newer investigative techniques used on bog 
bodies. CT-scanning results in digital data which can be post-
processed, even down to manual editing of the single image 
slices. The 3-dimensional rendering also makes it possible to 
apply methods developed for dry bones for sexing and aging. 
Skull and pelvis shape may also be extracted and studied for 
sexing purposes. While external genitalia may be present on 
bog bodies, many bog fi nds comprise only body parts, and 
thus sexing will rely on extracting and assessing skeletal 
features or measures.
Based on the collective evidence by CT-scanning bog 
bodies, we contend that several, if not most previously 
described bog body trauma is post-mortem, the effects of 
diagenesis, rather than peri-mortal and a result of deliberate 
violence. We acknowledge that this will probably be an ongo-
ing discussion: the lesions, peri- or post-mortem, are all 
affected and changed diagenetically, blurring the distinctions 
even more, but certainly all lesions and signs of trauma should 
be appraised critically. 
One additional benefi t of CT-scanning is that the exami-
nation implicitly documents the bog body throughout. As 
CT-scanning is digitial, this also means that data can be shared 
with other scientists or museums, and easily stored for future 
reference. This may be of importance also for the curatorial 
staff, as a status of the preservation of internal structures may 
be had and used for references for the curatorial and pres-
ervational measures taken. Finally, the digital CT-scanning 
data may be used in 3-dimensional printing: it is possible to 
produce a 1:1 copy of scanned structures, e.g. a skull, with 
high resolution. This may be utilized for exhibitions purposes 
and as basis for facial approximations of bog bodies, e.g. 
Grauballe Man. 
The last meal
As the gut contents may be preserved, bog bodies may provide 
a unique angle on diet reconstruction. Groundbreaking analy-
ses of the gut contents of Grauballe Man were carried out 
when he was found, and a major re-analyses of the latter was 
carried out in 2007. Stomach and gut contents thus dramati-
cally show what was the last meal. In the case of the Grauballe 
Man, this was mostly weed seed, with some grain and meat.
Fig. 5. 3D of skull: the CT-scan refutes previous claims of a fractured 
skull. © N. Lynnerup.
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The hunt for DNA
A fi nal methodology deserves to be mentioned, as it invariably 
crops up when discussing bog bodies and their preservation; 
namely the possibility of DNA-analyses. A DNA analysis was 
attempted for the Grauballe Man, but, as expected to some 
degree, no DNA was recoverable (from dentine). The reason 
is most probably the acid, wet environment of the bog, which 
is detrimental to preservation of DNA-molecules. However, 
with the advent of techniques which allow detection of very 
short DNA-chains, this may change and perhaps a DNA results 
may be possible from bog bodies in the future. 
“Overkill” of overkill
Not only do the more recent anthropological re-analyses not 
fully support the ideas of “overkill”, but they also indicate that 
the bog body individuals were not physically different from 
the main Iron Age population. For example, it was speculated 
that the fi ngers of the Grauballe Man indicated that he was of 
noble birth, as an Iron Age man would be expected to have 
hands showing the effects of years of manual labour. This is 
more the result of the degenerative processes in the bog which 
results in the desquamation of the outer epidermal layer. Thus 
it cannot be conclusively stated whether the bog bodies overall 
represent younger, and perhaps therefore specially selected, 
individuals than the Iron Age background population.
Grauballe Man on display
Thanks to the scientifi c investigations carried out both back 
then and again recently, we now know a great deal about 
Grauballe Man’s Iron Age life, so visitors to his display case 
can understand and identify with him. In Moesgaard Museum’s 
new exhibition building, which opened in 2014, Grauballe 
Man has been given his very own department. In the lofty 
exhibition gallery, visitors walk out on the soft, pleasantly 
springy surface of the bog. Here they see exhibited the bog 
offerings and sacrifi ces from Grauballe Man’s time, the Early 
Iron Age, 500-1 BC. Atmospheric scenography sets the scene, 
and visitors activate animations of votive ceremonies – a girl 
takes part in her family’s sacrifi ce of dogs, a woman offers 
her long plait, father and son lower swords and white quartz 
stones into the water after victory in battle. Here, the museum 
presents its interpretations of these events and activities. Using 
fi ction, they have wrestled with the archaeological facts to 
forge and promote identifi cation with the people of the past. 
Out on the bog, an understanding emerges of how, in pre-
Christian times, there was a completely different set of ethics 
and morals and other rules and laws than those we know 
today. Back then, it was common to make offerings and sac-
rifi ces to the gods and spirits who were known to have an 
infl uence on people and animals here on earth. The taking 
of a life to ensure fertility and life in the future provoked no 
feelings of guilt. And we see this as the fate of Grauballe Man, 
and of the other bog bodies, for that matter.
In the middle of the bog, visitors 
can look down on Grauballe Man, exhib-
ited on the fl oor below. A direct view 
down through the display case to his 
body, resting on a base of coloured con-
crete; an abstraction of the structure 
and colour of the peat bog. From the 
bog, visitors descend to the fl oor below 
and enter Grauballe Man’s room. This 
is circular and has a simple bench 
emerging organically from the walls all 
the way round. The fl oor holds the peat 
of the bog and the room exudes respect, 
dignity and intimacy. They are now in 
the bog where Grauballe Man has rested 
for more than 2 000 years and, although 
other people are in the room, have a 
sense of being alone with him. Even 
when a group of schoolchildren is sat 
around the display case, voices become 
lowered, they are fi lled with wonder and 
respect, and so many quest ions. 
Curiosity far outweighs the horror, if 
that is at all an issue. Next door is 
Grauballe Man’s cinema, where a docu-
drama is shown telling the story of his 
discovery, the media’s treatment of it 
and the ethical questions at that time. 
Fig. 6. Face reconstruction: Caroline Wilkinson during the development 
of the Iron Age man behind the bog body. 
© Moesgaard Museum/J. Kirkeby.
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It also deals with his conservation, the investigations carried 
out in 1952 and 2001 and their interpretation. So the fi lm 
deals with both Grauballe Man’s Iron Age life and death and 
his recent cultural history. The room is fi tted out like the 
museum rooms of the time when Grauballe Man was found 
and investigated scientifi cally for the fi rst time. It represents 
a time warp and presents the objects and artefacts associated 
with the bog body’s recent cultural history in the 1950s, as 
well as having modern touch screens, where researchers asso-
ciated with the programme of investigations present the 
results of their research. Both Grauballe Man and his cinema 
are very popular with museum visitors from both Denmark 
and abroad. The process-oriented presentation, whereby 
visitors follow the scientifi c research, from questions through 
processes to answers, is engaging and relevant. The museum 
hears no critical voices of an ethical nature about how appro-
priate it is to exhibit Grauballe Man – quite the contrary!
Fig. 7. The bog room in Moesgaard Museum: animations brings life 
to the sacrifi ces in the bog. In the middle, a look down to Grauballe 
Man. © Medie dep. Moesgaard/I. Kuriata.
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